Provision of public Internet access has been viewed by governments as a key step towards encouraging uptake among people who do not have access to information communication technologies, and as an important means of building an equitable information society. The
Introduction
Provision of public Internet access has been viewed by governments nationally and internationally as an important means of building an equitable information society, and as a means of encouraging uptake of ICTs across the community. The goal of providing access to the Internet " to all those who would like it ", as a fundamental building block for full social participation, has been widely adopted as a public policy goal. 1 Public libraries have been primary locations for proactive Internet access schemes sponsored by government and benevolent interests.
In the US, for example, a combination of funding sources including the Federal Government LSTA grants, the E-rate discounts for connectivity, and philanthropic funding, particularly from the Gates Foundation Library Program, have availability of public access rise to over 95 percent of US public libraries. In the UK, the People's Network project, part of the Government's commitment to give everyone in the UK the opportunity to use computers and access the Internet, aimed to establish more than 4,000 Library ICT centres by the end of 2002.
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In the Australian state of Victoria, through a combination of funding from all tiers of government, an extensive public access network has been developed. Over the last financial year, the Victorian Public Library Network provided over 1 million hours of public Internet access via more than 950 work-stations located in over 240 sites across the state. Coverage now includes every static Public Library branch open more than 15 hours per week, plus many of the mobile library services. Victoria has arguably been more proactive than other states in Australia in developing its public access network, and the extent of its public access network compares favourably with international practice.
Public librarians have in general been enthusiastic proponents and supporters of these developments, but the nature of the funding provided to support the development of public access in libraries has been fragmented, and the ongoing resourcing implications are profound. The growing bandwidth requirements, pressures on staff, upgrade and maintenance requirements are placing pressures on public libraries world wide to support the provision of a service around which there are still unresolved questions:
Who are we reaching with these services? Existing library users with no other access to IT services? Or are we attracting new users to the Library? Should that be our aim? What is the role of the library in providing a safety net for the "information have-nots"? And how can this best be achieved? What about the "information want-nots"? 3 Much of the research to date on the provision of public access to the Internet has been largely concerned with gathering input output measure type data. A major report to NCLIS for example, accounts extensively on matters such as the percentage of libraries connected, the speed of the connection, the sources of funding and the usage policies in place in specific libraries. The annual collection of statistics for Victorian Public Libraries provides data such as "number of Internet terminals per 10,000 (library) members" and "number of Internet terminals per 10,000 population" 4 While gathering data of this nature is important, as it gives a sense of the capacity of the public access networks, it does not give a sense of the impacts of the service or of the extent to which it might be meeting the policy goals of the funding bodies and/or the service rationales of host libraries. At best, where there is a focus on outputs, accounts of public access Internet provision often provide either aggregate, undifferentiated usage figures, or resort to mini-case studies, testimonial or judicious quotations from individual library public access users.
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Several recent research efforts have explored users and usage in more detail and depth. The VITAL project in the UK and a recent wide-scale survey of US library patrons regarding their libraries' public Internet Access provision for the Gates foundation have begun to shed light on the nature of users and uses of public access Internet. The Gates Foundation report concludes that:
Low-income people are using the library computers, whether they live in lowincome communities or communities with less poverty.
6
Interviews with ICT users conducted by the VITAL project have determined that up to 45 percent of users of public Internet access in UK libraries have no other source of access.
7
Gaining some sense of the demographic and ICT situation of the users of public access, of the sorts of uses they make of the technology, and how they value it, would seem to be important matters for policy, funding and future service planning. These are not idle or abstract questions.
The provision of public access is probably no less liable to the operations of the "Matthew principle" than any another allocation of resources.
8
One commentator has argued, for example, that although … the new media may be attractive to middle class users already highly literate, well educated, and keen to exploit the interactive potential of the media in their information and communication rich lives, such qualifications may act as significant barriers to takeup by the socially excluded.
9
In this state at least, there are some voices who suggest that the public access resource is used by groups -backpackers are often identified in this context-other than the socially excluded groups which the policy makers had in mind in funding provision.
It is not inconceivable that some library services discontinue support for a free or affordable public access network, and such a step is not without precedent. This state's Department of Human Services has recently withdrawn its financial support for its network of public access terminals in hospital waiting rooms and community health locations. There is an unproven assumption that provision of public access is an extremely short-term proposition, that "within three to five years computers will be so cheap everyone will have their own."
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Provision of public access has proved to be an extremely expensive service for the public libraries to provide, and given the difficult funding situation which many librariesespecially smaller rural libraries -confront, continued provision of the service has been questioned. Public access provision is a relatively recent addition to the Public Library service mix, and neither the rationale nor the value of the service are always well understood.
Life cycle issues are particularly critical for Government thinking about ICT programs.
We have seen a model presented to the Victorian government outlining a three phase cycle which might be familiar in other jurisdictions. Phase one is essentially start up, getting programs and access out and running as quickly as possible, and providing generalised training. Phase two is maximizing the effectiveness of the infrastructure and addressing any barriers which have emerged through the experience of Phase 1 through targetted sub-programs. Phase 3 is monitoring, and, based on the belief that cheap ubiquitous access mechanisms will emerge, the need for public access and training programs will decline. • How do we know which phase we are in? In this context, it is hoped that the information gathered by this study will help to fill in gaps in our knowledge about patterns of access and use, an inform future decision making relating to the provision of adequate levels of resources for public access Internet provision in public libraries.
Methodology
The Victorian Public Library Service has been proactive in seeking to gather data relating to the provision of public access. 12 The Reference Co-op, a special interest group of Victorian Public Librarians, coordinated a survey of Internet users across Public Library access points in May 2001, as part of a process to build up the "Information Seeking Profile" of Library Users. The research upon which this research reports has been designed to allow comparison to obtain a longitudinal analysis of public access provision.
The survey was conducted with the assistance of VICLINK Reference Co-op and with resourcing support from VICLINK and Monash University Small Grants Fund. This component of the research is a questionnaire based survey. The questionnaire was evolved to allow longitudinal comparison with an earlier Reference Co-op questionnaire "A day in the life of the Internet". A number of additional demographic and attitudinal questions were included in this later survey. Respondents at selected library services were invited to provide contact details if they were willing to participate in follow-up focus groups. Three focus groups were conducted over October/November 2002 to explore issues raised by the survey responses. The issues covered are summarised in Appendix 2. Unfortunately, the focus groups were not as well attended as was hoped. It proved difficult to get the users to commit to a specific session time.
The survey was conducted over the week beginning 9 th September 2002. This timing was the matter of some discussion, as it is reported that significant variations in both the overall volume and in the makeup of the client base occur at different times across the year. The holiday period, for example, is reported to bring a spike in traffic and a much higher percentage of student users to the library. Consensus was that the week chosen in September was representative of the broad pattern of usage across the year. A total of 2465 valid responses were received from 25 Victorian Public Library Services representing over 80 identified branches and from the State Library of Victoria. A list of the participating Library services is provided as Appendix 1. This paper reports on some key findings from the survey responses and from the focus groups.
Discussion of Results

Demand for access
There has been some debate about the future of public Internet access in libraries. In Victoria, one implicit role of public access been as a first step on the pathway to home access by a range of new users. This "upgrade path" rationale is dependent on the rate of perceived takeup of the technology by the community. One suggested scenario is that the technology is fast becoming so ubiquitous and affordable that the pool of potential users will progressively dry up as ubiquitous and cheap network access becomes available 13 To test what substance there may be to this view, the survey asked respondents a number of questions to gain a sense of their duration of use and their anticipated future use of the resource.
Respondents were asked "How long have you been using the Internet in public libraries?" Figure 1 indicates that rumours of the death of the need for public access may have been exaggerated. Over 48 percent or 1202 respondents indicated that they had been using Internet access in public libraries for less than 12 months. The responses to this question suggest that the anecdotal evidence that Public Libraries are important first steps in bringing new users onto the Internet is in fact correct. Also striking is the longer term use, with 51 percent of respondents indicating that they have been using public access in the library for more than 12 months. A further 27 percent of respondents have been using this service for two years or more. 13 Pfiester and Colle, 2000. The issue of intended future use was specifically addressed by another question: " How long do you intend to be using the Internet in public libraries?"
Figure 2 Intended future use of Library Public access.
Just under 50 percent, or 1073 respondents, indicated that they anticipated their usage of online access to be 1-2 years or less, while the remaining 50.8 percent, or 1252 respondents indicated that they anticipated that their usage would be longer term.
On the basis of this data, we suggest that two groupings of Public Library public access Internet users can be identified. The first group is made up of those who are making use of the service on a short term basis. The cross-tabulation below suggests that these are more likely to be new users. The second group is made up of those whose needs seem to be adequately met by the service provided. In other words, there is evidence of an 'upgrade' cycle, of new users coming in and moving on. At the same time, there is also strong evidence of significant ongoing repeat use, indicating that for many respondents the Internet access provided by the library was adequate to their needs -or that they could envisage no alternative on the horizon.
It was possible that the users' estimate of how long they would continue to use the service was dependent upon how much they had already used the service. Accordingly, a cross-tabulation, of the extent of use with the intended future use was made. Table 1 below shows that indeed the users expectation that they will continue to use the service increases with the length of time they have been using the service. Of the users who had been patrons of the public access service for two years or more, 70 percent responded that they expected that they would always use the service, and further 18.4 percent indicating that they expected to be using the service for a 1-2 years in the future . Even among the cohort of new users of the service, a substantial 39.9 percent expect to continue using the service indefinitely and 21.2 percent for 1-2 years.
The data from this survey strongly suggests that there is no evidence for the proposition that demand for public access Internet is declining. In fact, there is evidence, in the users' statements of intentions and in the number of new public access users, to support the converse proposition -that demand will rise exponentially. As provision is largely remaining static, it would seem that libraries will be suppressing significant demand for Internet access on current provision levels.
Further evidence for this view is provided by the responses to the question "Why do you use public libraries to access the Internet?" Respondents could choose as many of the five stated reasons as they felt were applicable, and could identify other reasons if they felt the suggested reasons were insufficient. Figure 3 shows the chief reasons identified by respondents were that the Public Library was their only source of access to the Internet ( 59.6 percent or 1469 respondents), and price considerations -"Free/low cost access -(52.4 percent or 1291 respondents).
The majority of attendees at the focus groups did not have Internet access at any other location than the library. The reasons given for not having access at home were the expense, and too little use to justify a connection and ISP charges. Some participants had access to the Internet at work but did not have time or privacy to use it for their personal interests in the work place. All participants in the focus groups indicated that home would be their preferred location to access email and the Internet if cost were not an issue. The free or low cost access was the single most important reason for usage identified by the focus group participants. 
Reaching target populations
Either explicitly or implicitly, government supported Internet access targets specific segments of the general population which are identified as facing barriers to takeup, including 
Reasons for using Public Access
Series1
This survey sought to gain some demographic data from respondents, to see if there was evidence that the user profile matched the policy and funders priorities.
Respondents were asked to indicate their age by checking one of five age categories and this data is compared with responses to the 2001 survey in Figure 4 below. Figure 4 suggests that while the broad pattern is similar between the two surveys, there has been a significant "ageing" of the public access user population between the two surveys. It is widely noted that there are strong associations between level of income and household Internet use. 15 One key policy goal underpinning the provision of public Internet access is to address and reduce this inequity. If this policy aspiration is being met, it would be hoped that lower income users would be disproportionately represented in the survey respondents. Indeed, this is the case. As Figure 5 shows, 54 percent of respondents stated that they received either no income or an income of less than $26,000. Only 7 percent of respondents indicated that they received more than $51,999. A related grouping often identified as encountering additional barriers to access are people not in the active workforce -people who are for example unemployed, retired or non-participating for some reason. The survey asked people "What is your occupation?" Responses are displayed in Figure 7 .
Figure 7. Occupation
The survey found that 12.8 percent of respondents were unemployed, 6.3 percent identified their occupation as home duties, 24.9 percent were students, and 10.5 percent were retired. Wage earners were marginally the largest single category of respondents
The responses to the Occupation and Income questions indicate that the underlying "safety net" rationale for the provision of public access in public libraries is working in practice, and that the users are most heavily drawn from groups which are underrepresented in the general Internet user population.
Language
Over 79 percent of respondents indicated that the language which they used at home was English. 8.7 percent of respondents reported that they spoke a language other than English, and a further 7.5 percent indicated that they spoke English and at least one other language at home. The 2001 Census figures for Victoria indicate that 75 percent of Victorian households speak only English at home 16 . It would seem that the usage of public access in public libraries by non-English background speakers is lower than their representation in the general community. A recent study of low income households with school age children found that "households from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB), especially European, had higher levels of computer and Internet access than the overall mean" 17 and this may account for the under-representation. Another explanation could be that the usage of public libraries is relatively lower across the non-English speaking segment of the community, and that this carries over into usage of online facilities. A further possibility is that not all library workstations are configured adequately to display the font sets of the native languages of our diverse community. A number of comments from the survey specifically identified lack of language fonts as a user issue.
There has been some controversy as to the importance of education as a driver of Internet usage. An early study suggested that "once financial barriers are lowered, lower income and less well educated people are as likely to become enthusiasts". 18 This study proactively provided Internet connected machines to a diverse range of families, thus overcoming the challenges which might act as barriers for home Internet takeup. Most recent studies that have found education level to be the key driver of Internet access, followed in importance only by income level.
The responses to this survey certainly supported the view that level of education is a significant factor in use of public Internet facilities. Respondents were asked to indicate " What is the highest level of education you have completed? " The responses to this question were particularly striking, with 42.5 percent or 1032 respondents indicated that they had completed a university or college qualification, while 391 or 15.9 percent indicated that they held a TAFE or trade certificate.
The Australian 2001 Census found that 14.2 percent of the general Victorian population held a bachelor degree or higher, while 20.0 percent held an advanced diploma, diploma or certificate.
19 It would seem that the level of education of the users of public access Internet in public libraries is significantly higher than that of the general population. 31 percent or 764 respondents indicated that they had completed High School as their highest qualification. 
Figure 8. Level of Education Completed
This survey found that the public access facilities were being used overwhelmingly by residents of the state -92 percent were Victorians, 2 percent stated they were from interstate, and nearly 6 percent stated their usual place of residence was overseas. These results were close to the results of the 2001 Survey. There were significant variations across library services, with the State Library recording the highest number of both interstate and overseas usage, 7.1 percent and 23.2 percent respectively. As Table 3 shows, there was also a significant variation from metro to rural libraries. As noted above, the majority of respondents indicated that the Public Library was their sole source of Internet access.
For those who did have other locations of access, "Friends" was the most common other location, reported by 31% or 776 of the respondents. Other Public Library access locations were identified by 707 or 28.7 percent of the respondents. It would seem that most of the 608 respondents who identified themselves as students also get access via their educational establishment, as 582 respondents indicated that this was an alternative source of access for them. A recent study has found that Public Libraries are the most frequently used sources of Internet access after school and friends' houses for students from low income families. 20 Given that access to the Internet is becoming widely perceived as a critical piece of educational infrastructure, the library provision would is clearly playing a key role in addressing this important aspect of the digital divide. 
Activities
Figure10 below illustrates the wide range of activities which the respondents engaged on the day that they completed the survey. As with every survey of Internet usage we have seen, email is clearly the most common activity, but the users also reported engaging in a great diversity of other online activities -including Online Banking, Academic related research, Job research and pursuing personal interests and hobbies. In fact, in aggregate, users identified 4280 activities and 1680 email sessions. Users identified on average 2.44 activities each. 
Other locations
Seri es1
participants did not use email at the library because they had access at work or their family/friends did not use email as a form of communication. Some participants looking for work used email for job applications. The 2001 survey asked users to identify their main purpose for using email. The responses indicated that for 70 percent, "Personal/Social communication" was the main purpose. A further 17.4 percent identified "study research purposes" while 3.1 percent identified "discussion group" as their main reason for using email.
From the responses to the two surveys, it is clear that, just as public libraries themselves are put to a wide variety of uses by their users, so too the public access Internet window is utilised for a wide range of informational, career, communication, social, recreational, educational and creative purposes. 
Other online activities
Respondents were offered the opportunity to describe their online activities if they did not feel that the available categories satisfactorily described their activities. 
Patterns of use
Respondents were asked whether, on the day, they used any other service of the library. A substantial minority of users on the day ( 43.9 percent) used only the public access on the day of the survey, slightly down from but relatively consistent with the 2001 Survey. It would seem that the service is attracting a significant number of patrons for whom the Internet access is the main motivation for visiting the library.
If repeat usage is a sign of the users sense of the value of a service, then public access Internet is much valued by the respondents. 61.8 percent of the respondents reported using the service at least weekly, with over a third using it more frequently. Table 4 shows that very similar patterns of frequency of use between the 2001 and 2002 surveys. Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement or disagreement with a number of statements which were aimed at gaining both a sense of their satisfaction with the service provided and to gauge any unmet or angry demand for more bandwidth or for access to broadband services.
The overall assessment of users was that overall, "the Internet Service provided by this Library meets my requirements". As Figure 11 shows, over 90 per cent of users either agreed or strongly agreed with this proposition. However, behind this positive overall endorsement of the library public access services, there are significant areas of dissatisfaction.
21 percent did not think that the computers/connection provided was fast enough, while 32 percent did not think that there were enough computers available, and 23 percent did not think that the booking system allowed for adequate access to meet public demand. Staff assistance was given a ringing endorsement, with over 94 percent agreeing to the proposition that "staff assistance in using the Internet is good", and 30.7 percent strongly agreeing with this proposition. The focus groups and the free comments field of the survey picked up a sense amongst a number of the users that there is a lack of support for inexperienced users and for troubleshooting computer problems. Focus groups and user comments on the survey suggested that the library should provide more classes, indicating that the demand for general training is still present. 44.7 percent of those who responded to the statement "I can listen to the audo files/sites I want to on the Libraries computers" disagreed or strongly disagreed. Only a relatively low 59 percent responded to this proposition, indicating that for many users these are functionalities with which they have yet to become familiar.
Respondents were given the opportunity to make general comments about the Internet access provided, and 31.6 percent or 780 users chose to take the opportunity to make a comment. These comments ranged in scope from a few words of praise or complaint from " it is run very well and the staff do a very good job" to brief complaints such as "Faster Internet and better chairs", to detailed, multi-page analyses of the service. An analysis of the comments was conducted, and a number of recurrent categories of statement were identified. Many comments covered more than one issue, and the two main statements within the comment were coded. For example, the comment " Just very slow, but appreciate the service" was coded as a general positive, supportive statement but also as an identification of the need for faster computers and/or line speed .
Using this method, 980 statements were identified, of which 35.5 percent were statements of appreciation, support, encouragement or praise for the service or for the staff providing the service. The remaining 64.5 percent of statements were either expressing a general negative view of the level of service provided, or were identifying specific aspects of the service which the users felt should be improved.
These are summarised in Table 5 . Speed -either of the line or of the computer being used, was the chief concern articulated by 133 respondents, representing 22.2 percent of the issues raised. The general sort of comment was a terse "faster computers" or "need Broadband", while some gave graphic examples of their plight -" only 1 hr per day, takes over 1 hour to get 4 photos on screen". The need to increase the number of available computers was specifically raised by 117 respondents, representing 19.5 percent of the tally of issues, while issues around the booking system were raised by 81 respondents, and represented 13.5 percent of the issues raised. Issues which were related to the specific workstations -such as mice or keyboards not working, or the workstation freezing, were raised by 63 respondents representing 10.5 percent of the issues raised. The applications and functionalities available on the library workstations were raised as an issue by a further 84 users representing 14 percent of the issues raised. These users were concerned, for example, at the lack of language fonts on some machines, and by the lack of applications like Microsoft Word or updated browser versions, which made it impossible for them to view some content. A further 17 users representing 2.8% of the issues raised were concerned about the cost or lack of printing from the library Internet workstation. In other words, the basic infrastructure of library provided public access was perceived to be inadequate by a significant proportion of the users who took the trouble to make a comment.
Remaining comments were poignant reminders of the realities of accessing the Internet in a public space. Where the terminals are being used for private matters -"not very private for doing banking" one user observed while another observed "there seem to be a lot of crying children all the time" (comments echoed by 25 users in 4.2% of issues raised). How then can the issues with service provision be reconciled with the overall positive assessment of library public access? It may be that, as with library services in general, users would like more, better and faster, but that in the main, they recognize and value the services that the public libraries offer and are resigned to some extent to the limitations of what is offered. Overwhelmingly, the respondents to this survey showed that -whatever the limitations -they valued the window into the vast range of online activities provided to them by the public access facilities in their libraries.
Conclusions
This research demonstrates that the public policy goals for which support for public access in public libraries was originally provided are still being met. In essence, libraries were supported in their provision of public access on the basis that they would help drive takeup of the technology in the general community and that they would provide a safety net for access for segments of the population who face barriers to acquiring home Internet access. It is clear that both these roles are being met, with the overwhelming number of respondents being drawn from the target users groups, and with evidence of new users taking advantage of the facility but intending to acquire their own infrastructure.
This survey found that the education level of users of public access Internet services is significantly higher than that across the general Victorian community, while people from non-English speaking backgrounds are under-represented in the Public Library public access user population. Both these usage patterns indicate that there are still segments of the public policy target populations who are not taking advantage of this service. Specific programs, promotions or supporting materials targeting groups with low-income and lower educational attainment levels, as well as people from non-English speaking backgrounds may help to address this apparent non-use of ICTs by these target groups. Issues relating to the configuration of library workstations to display non-Latin fonts should also be addressed.
This survey found no evidence to support the proposition that the demand for public access is plateauing or declining. Rather, based on the numbers of new users, the pattern of use, and users' stated intentions, there is strong evidence that the potential demand for public access in public libraries will continue to expand significantly. Given that the level of provision will probably remain relatively static, potential demand for the service by target populations will not be met, and the already high levels of dissatisfaction with the booking systems and with the lack of availability of Internet terminals can be expected to increase.
This study also found evidence of dissatisfaction with the quality and capacity of the service available, indicating that some of the individual library services are currently not maintaining the workstations in good order or providing connectivity of adequate speed. Upgrade and maintenance of the installed base of workstations, and provision of adequate bandwidth to those workstations, are closely related to funding levels and priorities. It would seem that on current levels of resourcing available, the standard of the public access available across the Public Library network is variable and could be improved. There was also evidence of users' frustration at their inability to access broadband services, both in terms of bandwidth limitations and in the configuration of the workstations at the local level. Given that the Public Library public access network is still meeting the original policy aspirations, there would seem to be good arguments for establishing a resourcing framework which could ensure a reasonable standard of public access Internet through the library network.
This survey found widespread support for the service provided, and a very positive endorsement of the front line Public Library staff who provide the service. From the comments of the users its clear that many of them understand and share the aspirations of the policy makers and funders who have supported the development of public access in public libraries As one respondent commented : "It should be seen as an essential community service-a lifesaver for the many who can't afford Internet at home."
It is hoped that the data gathered by this report will assist in ensuring adequate provision of this "essential community service" into the future. 
